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Utopian Pedagogy: Possibilities and Limitations 
Hammond, C. (2018). Hope, Utopia and Creativity in Higher Education: Pedagogical 
Tactics for Alternative Futures. London: Bloomsbury, pp.207 £28.99 (pbk) ISBN 978-1-
3500-7972-4 
This is an ambitious book. Its central aim is to encourage staff and students in higher education µWR
DFWLYHO\HQJDJHZLWKQHZZD\VRIWKLQNLQJQHZZD\VRIOHDUQLQJDQGQHZSRVVLELOLWLHVRIHGXFDWLQJ¶
(67KHVHQHZZD\VRIWKLQNLQJOHDUQLQJDQGHGXFDWLQJ+DPPRQGWHUPVµXWRSLDQSHGDJRJ\¶DQGWKH
book proceeds to outline both its theory and practice. Influenced by Freire, Giroux, McLaren and 
hooks, Hammond brings the classics of critical pedagogy into utopian contact with Barthes, Bloch, 
Bachelard and Debord. This is not a book that dwells in abstract theorisation, however. The key focus 
is practical as Hammond talks us through his own teaching. He offers us an array RIµpedagogical 
tactics and counter-VWUDWHJLHV¶9) and even a draft module handbook replete with weekly timetable, 
assessment rubric and marking criteria. 
This is a book, then, that focuses on the possibilities of utopian pedagogy. Hammond is keen to tell us 
that utopian pedagogy can operate within mainstream higher education. To demonstrate this, he bases 
the book around two third year optional modules (Utopian Visions and Everyday Culture and 
Alternative Education) he taught at University Centre Blackburn College between 2011 and 2015. 
Rather than a distant possibility realisable only once institutional constraints are overcome, Hammond 
argues that utopian pedagogy is possible here and now as engaged educational practice. He is 
concerned in particular with drawing out a latent utopian agency. As he tells us in the closing pages of 
the book, µZHKDYHWKHSRWHQWLDOWREHDFWLYHDQGH[SHFWDQWSDUWLFLSDQWVLQDSURFHVVRIFUHDWLYHKRSH
and becoming¶ (185). 
The practical focus of the book makes it a welcome contribution to the field of study. Much of the 
work dealing with utopian pedagogy (my own included) operates at the conceptual and theoretical 
level, offering very little in the way of advice or guidance to teachers and learners in the classroom. 
This lacuna is starting to be addressed (see, IRUH[DPSOH%RMHVHQDQG6XLVVDDQG+DPPRQG¶V
book is a valuable addition in this regard. As well as giving us tactics, strategies and a module 
handbook, there is a chapter comprising comments and reflections from students ZKRKDGµHQJDJHG
with, DQGH[SHULHQFHGDOOIDFHWVRIWKH8WRSLDQ3HGDJRJ\¶ The prominence of student voices in 
the book adds real value and sets it apart from others. 
In terms of its theoretical framing, Hammond offers a familiar µDUFKDHRORJLFDO¶reading of utopian 
pedagogy. Working on the premise that power is always leaky, the utopian pedagogue seeks µways of 
utilising the cracks, fissures and inconsistencies that open up amidst the mechanics of regulation and 
FRQWURO¶. Within these cracks and fissures are to be found foretastes of human fullness and 
glimpses of utopia. The role of utopian pedagogy thus becomes one of locating these cracks and 
excavating what lies hidden beneath. )RU+DPPRQGXWRSLDQSHGDJRJ\LVµan archaeological recovery 
of hope-traces¶(34) by means of µexcavating¶OHDUQHUV¶dreams and memories (66). Once excavated 
through µutopianly¶ pedagogical encounters, µWKHHFKRHVDQGWUDFHVUHYLYHDQGDZDNHQEHDXWLIXO
UK\WKPVRISRVVLELOLW\DQGODWHQF\¶ DQGµglance towards the refracted haze of futuUH¶VSRWHQWLDO¶
(185). 
Before exploring the pedagogical tactics and strategies offered by Hammond, a word first about 
language. One of the great paradoxes of critical pedagogy is that a movement claiming to work with 
and for the poor, marginalised, minoritised and oppressed deploys, almost without exception, a 
mystifying obscurantist language. While Hammond never quite reaches the dizzy heights of Henry 
Giroux in the convoluted gymnastics of his prose, he sometimes comes close in his use of jargonese. 
Listen to this, for example: 
Learner collaborators kaleidoscopically splinter as utopian particles of incomplete possibility, 
and through creative and bespoke everyday encounters with culture-works, they engage with 
the hieroglyphic cipher-symbols of Elpeidetic encounters (185). 
I have no idea what hieroglyphic cipher-symbols of Elpeidetic encounters are and to be frank I can 
live without knowing. Sadly, this is a book full of alienating language. 
Returning to the project and practice of utopian pedagogy, Part I of the book outlines three tactics 
used by Hammond to explore how µWhe now-time of today can become re-enthused and re-invigorated 
ZLWKYLVLRQVDQGFUHDWLYHDQWLFLSDWRU\VWRULHVIRUDEHWWHUDQGWUDQVIRUPHGWRPRUURZ¶. The first, 
inspired by Ernst Bloch, is to use a cultural artefact ± Hammond uses fairy tales ± as a means of 
encouraging students to recover and share hidden submerged hope-traces. Once they have a feel for 
this, he argues, they will see hope-WUDFHVHYHU\ZKHUHDQGWKLVµFDQEXLOGDPRPHntum towards 
revelations of previously hidden or latent aches for belonging, hope, victory, utopia and, ultimately, a 
QHZIXWXUH¶ (32). The second is to use a medium such as film to try to invoke something like a 
Barthesian puntum; a puncture hole in the-way-things-DUHWKURXJKZKLFKµDVXUJHRIPHPRULHV
H[SHULHQFHVDQGDVVRFLDWLRQV¶HVFDSHDQGVZLUODURXQGERXQFLQJRIIHDFKRWKHULQDSURFHVVIXOORI
utopian potential (49). The third is to stimulate a state of Bachelardian creative reverie. Hammond 
talks KHUHRIµDQDUFKDHRORJ\RI«glimmering fragments of childhood possibility,¶ by which he means 
DVNLQJVWXGHQWVWRUHYLVLWUHFRQVWUXFWDQGUHLPDJLQHWKHµKRSHIXOSRVVLELOLWLHV¶RIFKLOGKRRGLQRUGHU
WRFRQVWUXFWLQUHYHULFIDQF\µKRSHIXOVWRULHVRIDOWHUQDWLYHDQGUHGHPSWLYHSRVVLELOLW\¶ 
I read the chapters on pedagogical tactics with great interest. I was particularly keen to see whether 
and how these tactics dealt with one of the key questions posed by archaeological readings of utopian 
pedagogy, namely, how we know when we have found a crack or fissure through which can be 
glimpsed a foreshadowing of the not-yet. Running with the archaeological metaphor, one might ask: 
how do we as educators know where to dig and how do we identify an archaeological find? These are 
important questions because not all experiences, desires, dreams and memories contain utopian traces 
or stories of redemptive possibility (see Webb, 2017). On what basis, then, does a teacher judge one 
set of experiences or desires to be full of possibility and another set not? 'RHV+DPPRQG¶VGLVFXVVLRQ
of Bloch, Barthes and Bachelard, of hope-traces, punctums and reverie, help us here? 
Unfortunately not. For Hammond tends to assume that excavating childhood memories will unearth 
utopian images that raise no ethical issues or dilemmas. At no stage does he consider the content of 
the hope-traces uncovered by his pedagogical devices. Judith Suissa points to the possibility that the 
pedagogical project of uncovering repressed histories ± a liberatory pedagogy of hope and indignation 
± may lead to forms of resistance that are ethically troubling and even repugnant (2017, 878). She 
points out that it is often taken for granted WKDWµXQFRYHULQJVXEPHUJHGGHVLUHV¶DQGµH[FDYDWLQJ
EXULHGPHPRULHV¶ZLOOVWLPXODWHUHVSRQVHVWKDWDUHPRUDOO\XQSUREOHPDWLF7RPDNHWKLVDVVXPSWLRQ
LVVKHVXJJHVWVDIRUPRIµHDV\RSWLPLVP¶ One of the limitations of the utopian 
pedagogy advanced by Hammond is that it falls foul of such an easy optimism. It is simply assumed 
that excavating the hope-traces that lie within cultural artefacts will stimulate radical utopian longings 
LQOLQHZLWKWKHHGXFDWRU¶VRZQVHQsibilities; it is assumed that what will emerge through a punctum is 
a whirlwind of utopian possibilities that raise no ethical questions; and it is assumed that the 
alternative stories that emerge through creative reverie will always be hopeful in a nice left-leaning 
liberal kind of way. 
Hammond, like many others working in the field of utopian studies, adopts an elastic understanding of 
utopia as an open-ended process. He is reluctant to give any content to utopia for fear of totalising 
closure. Emphasising fluidity, he tells us that µthe parameters of any revelations and articulations of 
hope and aspirant information should be left almost HQWLUHO\WRHDFKFROODERUDWRU¶Vcreative 
imagination¶-3). What this means is that he never gives us any actual examples of how the jargon-
laded processes he describes work to give concrete utopian form to his student-FROODERUDWRUV¶
articulations of hope. As it was with Bloch, Barthes and Bachelard, so it is with Debord. Referring to 
détournement and the dérive as counter-VWUDWHJLHV+DPPRQGVD\VWKDWµWKH\FDQEHPDOOHDEO\
implemented and subjectively received in ways that can recognize and enable fractured searches for 
ODWHQWQXEVRIH[SUHVVLYHKRSH¶4-5). This may well be the case, but it would be useful to be given 
some examples of the ways in which their malleable implementation had enabled students in their 
search for nubs of hope. 
Hammond comes close to valorising anything and everything that emerges from his pedagogical 
tactics and counter-strategies as a utopian signifier of redemptive possibility. Whatever hope-traces a 
VWXGHQWUHFRYHUVFDQEHGHHPHGµXWRSLDQ¶LIWKHVWXGHQWUHJDUGVWKHPDVVR7KLVLVFHUWDLQO\WKH
understanding of utopian pedagogy that the students themselves took away from studying with 
Hammond. Two full chapters are given over to the voices of students, one chapter recounting life 
KLVWRULHVDQGDQRWKHUFROODWLQJIHHGEDFNSURYLGHGRQ+DPPRQG¶VWZRXWRSLDQPRGXOHV7KHVHDUH
fascinating to read, but there is a tendency to individualise and privatise utopia. Raeesa, for example, 
says that doing a degree was fulfilling her dream µWRDFKLHYHP\LQFRPSOHWHWKHQRW-\HW¶. Ruth 
comments that: µ$V%ORFKVWDWHGXWRSLDLVWKHµQRW-\HW¶LWLVPDQ\WKLQJVWRPDQ\SHRSOHDWHYHU\
different time¶). Liz refers to µWKHµQRW-\HW¶WKDW,DPVWULYLQJWRZDUGV«UHDFKLQJP\µQRW-\HW¶
GD\GUHDPV¶. She then discusses %ORFK¶VWKHRU\DQGµWKHQRWLRQWKDWHDFKLQGLYLGXDOFDQKave 
WKHLUYLHZRIXWRSLD¶%ORFKLVXQGHUVWRRGKHUHDVVXJJHVWLQJWKDt µZHDOOKDYHGLIIHUHQW\HW
potent visions of our own possible utopian futuresZKLFKZHVKRXOGSXUVXH¶ 
Bloch, of course, was a revolutionary Marxist, not a liberal individualist. In his epic The Principle of 
Hope, Bloch differentiated between abstract and concrete utopia, between enervating escapism and 
the forward pull of the Absolute All. Not every individual wish, want or desire points toward the 
possible New, and in fact most do not. Many of the individual daydreams and aspirations described by 
+DPPRQG¶VVWXGHQWVZRXOGIDOOLQWR%ORFK¶VFDWHJRU\RIµXQUHJXODWHGZLVKHV¶QRWWKHventuring 
beyond WKDWFKDUDFWHULVHVµFRQFUHWHO\JHQXLQHKRSH¶%ORFKBloch himself had a very clear 
pedagogical project, the project of docta spes, of educated hope. Taking the individual wants, wishes 
DQGGHVLUHVRI+DPPRQG¶VVWXGHQWV%ORFKZRXOGEHFRQFHUQHGZLWKµNQRZLQJWKHPGHHSHUDQG
GHHSHUDQGLQWKLVZD\NHHSLQJWKHPWUDLQHGXQHUULQJO\XVHIXOO\RQZKDWLVULJKW¶%ORFK 
Hammond himself would never say anything like this. Rather, he tells us that in deploying the 
Blochean tactic of setting students off in search of hope-WUDFHVLQSXWDQGµLQWHUIHUHQFH¶IURPWKH
WHDFKHURUOHFWXUHUµVKRXOGEHNHSWDVPXFKDVSUDFWLFDOO\SRVVLEOHWRDQDEVROXWHPLQLPXP¶ 
This, I think, is the dominant position within contemporary critical-utopian pedagogy (see Webb, 
2018). Most writers in the field would argue that utopian pedagogy is concerned with opening spaces 
± spaces for discovery and exploratory encounters, spaces of possibility, open-ended spaces of 
becoming. The role of the pedagogue is to facilitate the opening of these spaces (as Hammond does 
by way of Bloch, Barthes and Bachelard) rather than to guide or direct what goes on inside them. It is 
easy to see the attraction of this. Contemporary utopian educators want to avoid accusations of 
authoritarian imposition, totalising closure, the suppression of difference, diversity and dissent ± all 
the accusationVOHYHOOHGDWµEOXHSULQW¶XWRSLDQLVPE\OLEHUDOFULWLFVVXFKDV3RSSHU 
Something, however, has been lost. Something is missing. When Hammond tells us that E\µIROORZLQJ
the chaotic personal rhythms of nostalgic trace paths, small collectives of learner collaborators 
fractally glimpse and manifest co-SRVVLELOLWLHVRIUHQHZDODQGUHGHPSWLRQ¶KHJRHVRQWRVD\WKDW
µEach individual puzzle of revealed mystery equates to a constituent shred of utopia-within¶
But does it? Does everything the students come up with point to utopian renewal and redemption? Is 
there no need at all for the teacher or lecturer to critique, problemetise, guide and direct? Clearly, the 
Freirean insistence on the need for authority and direction within utopian pedagogy raises many 
questions and problems. Is the best way of engaging with these, however, simply to ignore them and 
confirm that each and every hope-trace is a utopian signifier? The fact that students left the modules 
thinking that BORFK¶VQRWLRQRIXWRSLDUHODWHVWRLQdividual life goals (rather than revolutionary social 
WUDQVIRUPDWLRQDQGWKDWKHUHJDUGHGDOOYLHZVRIXWRSLDDQGSHUVRQDOµQRW-\HWGD\GUHDPV¶DVHTXDOO\
worthy of pursuing, suggests not. 
This is nonetheless a book worth reading, and it makes a valuable contribution to our understanding of 
utopian pedagogy. The student voices and the draft module handbook mark it out as a practically-
IRFXVHGDWWHPSWWREULQJXWRSLDLQWRWKHFODVVURRP+DPPRQG¶VWDFWLFVDQGVWUategies are offered as 
gifts ± gifts we can accept, adapt and utilise in our own teaching. The language at times becomes 
tiresome, however, and smacks a little of faux-profundity. More importantly, the utopian pedagogy 
outlined in the book seems to evade rather than engage with a range of significant issues facing the 
µXWRSLDQ¶HGXFDWRUThere is plenty of work still for us all to do. 
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